
THE 11YSTERY OF THE row .A BUFF ALO 

No other wild animal appeals to the imagination of the 
typical American as does the buffalo - more properly the 
American bison. No other wild beast is so clearly associ• 
ated with the plains Indian. As J. A. Allen has said, the 
bison was ''at once the la1 .. gest and most important animal 
to the aborig·inal tribes of this continent, as it " 'as also the 
most n11merous over the immense region it frequented' '.1 

That the buffalo was at one time to be found all over 
IoV\1a appears no longer to be se1·iou l3r disputed. In the 
old lal{e beds of the State, skulls and ,,arious other parts of 
the skeleto11s of tl1e American bison ha ·~le bee11 disco,1 ered 
in larg·e numbers. Of g·reat impo1'tance i11 tl1is con11ection 
we1--e the :finding·s of Bohumil SJ,imelr i11 I-Iarrison and 1Ion
ona counties, where in miry creeks bison 1--emains were found 
in large quantities. There were also buffalo wallows. 

Stories are told of another" p1·airie oddity fo1' which the 
bison is said to ha,1e been responsible. At certai11 places 
a wide st1·etch of grass was f 011nd to contain concentric 
ci1·cles of weeds. Pio11eers explained this by saying that a 
g·1--oup of buffaloes, standing· ,vith thei1-- heads tog·etl1er in 
their attempts to free themselves from tl1e flies, had 
stamped their feet so constantly that the prairie gTass haJ 
been worn away, and in its place weeds had gro,vn.2 

1 Allen's The America1i Bisons, Living a11d Extinct, p. 71. The names 
''buffalo'' and ''bison'' are here used interchangeably. 

2 Osborn's The Recently Exti?ict and Vanishing .Animals of lotva in the 
Annals of I owa (Third Series) , Vol. VI, pp. 563-565; Van Hyning and Pel
lett 's An Annotated Catalogue of the Recent Mammals of Iowa in Proceedings 
of the Iowa A cademy of Science, 1910, Vol. XVII, p. 216; Shimek 's Geology 
of Harrison and Monona Cour1,ties in the Iowa Geological Survey, Vol. XX, pp. 
407-410; History of Muscatine Coun,ty (Western Historical Company Pub· 
lishers), p. 562. 
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The region no,·~t occupied by Io\\Ta ,, ... as 11ot by any means 
the eastern limit of tl1e buffalo: the 1--a11g"e of tl1e noble 
animal extended eastwa1"'d at least as fa1 .. as the Alleg·hany" 
1fountai11s. Just east of the 1fississippi, i11 tl1e te1--rito1 .. y 
now included in Illinois, there is abundant evidence thai 
buffalo were at one time prevalent.3 

Bt1t if the former presence of tl1e buffalo :iJ1 Io,va is 110 

long·e1-- doubted, there are other-- questions pe1--tai11ing· to it 
wl1ich a1"e of almost equal ii1te1 .. est and impo1--tance. Ho,, ... 
numerous were the buffalo in Iowa 1 Were there la1·g·e 
he1--ds of them here compa1 .. able to tho e of the gTeat plains, 
or were they present on a ml1cl1 smaller scale, Whe11 c1id 
they disappea1 .. , Ho,v many were left at the time of Iowa's 
settlementf Finally, what were the causes of their disap
pearance i 

It is not the pt1r1Jose of this a1·ticle to attempt to answer 
these questions conclusi,ely. \\Titl1 t11e data av ... ailable t11i~ 
would be impossible. It is rather the intent of the ,vrite1 .. to 
sugg·est possible explanations, thereby stimulating further 
discussion of this unusually interesting· a11d baffling problem. 

While there ma3T have been l1e1 .. <ls of bl1ffalo in Io,,ra com 
parable to tl1ose farther ,vest, concl11sive historical e,ride11ce 
to this is lacki11g·. ~fa1·ql1ettc said of the bl1ff alo, '' Tl1ey 
a1"e scattered about tl1e [Io,,')'a] }J1~airie in he1~<ls ; I l1ave 
seen one of 400. '' It must 1Je 1·emcmbe1 .. ed, 110,ve,.,.er, that 
the buffalo was essentially a migTatoI')"' animal, a11d it is 
quite possible that the herds e11counte1 .. 0cl l)y tl1ese explorers 
we1 .. e simply'' on the march''. But e,.,.e11 if tl1ey we1--e native 
to Io,va, there is no reason for believing· tl1a t the l1e1·ds i11 

general were anything· like as laI·g·e as tl1ose far~the1' ,~lest
ward.4 

s Allen's Th,e American Bison,s, pp. 116, 117; Cory's Mam1nals of Illinois 
and Wisconsin, pp. 90-93. 

4 Thwaites 's The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, Vol. LIX, pp. 111, 
113; Gue 's H istory of I owa, Vol. I, p. 119. 
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Again, if the buffalo bad been even moderately numerous 
in Iowa, it would appear that there would be some record 
of a trade in buffalo hides between the Indians and the 
French or other whites. That buffalo hides were bartered 
by the Indians to those of European extraction is certain, 5 

but the writer has searched in vain for specific proof that 
the Indians who inhabited Iowa carried on a trade in buf
falo hides. 

Wm. T. Hornaday-second only perhaps to J. A. Allen 
as an authority with respect to the bison - while modestly 
disclaiming the ability to cope authoritatively with our puz
zling problem, writes as follows in a personal letter: 
''From the meagre evidence available, it is my opinion that 
in Iowa the bison never were very numerous. The evi
dence on this point is of a negative character. So far as I 
am aware, there are no historic records proving that the 
state of Iowa ever was inhabited by immense herds running 
up into the hundreds and thousands of individuals, as was 
the rule in western Nebraska and Kansas, and further west. 
I think it reasonable to regard the bison that inhabited the 
middle states east of Omaha and Kansas City merely as 
the outposts and straggling advance guards of the great 
herds.'' 

It is arg-ued, on the other hand, that the large quantities 
of the remains of the bison found in this State, to which 
reference has already been made, point to their former 
presence here in numbers possibly comparing favorably 
with those on the great plains. These remains have invar
iably been found in the beds of creeks and in other places 
whither the bison had gone to satisfy their thirst or escape 
the heat. These specimens, moreover, are almost entirely 
those of the older males, the lighter females and calves hav-

5 Hunter's Memoirs of a Captivity Among the Indians of Norl1! America, 
pp. 277, 287. 
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ing appa1~ently been more successful in extricating them
selves from the mud and mire of the ponds and creeks. 6 

The presence of the remains of so many of the old bulls 
- animals constituting the minority of the herd - sugg"ests 
that the whole number of the buffalo which at one time 
roamed the Iowa prai1'ies must have been larg·e. That 
remains are not f Ol1nd on the prairies themselves is to be 
explained by the rapid disintegTation of the carcasses of 
the beasts subjected to the many changes of weather. 

But whether or not the buffalo were here at one time in 
gTeat numbers, it is certain that by the time of Iowa's set
tlement by the whites, the animals had virtually disappeared. 
The date of the disappea1"ance of the buffalo from eastern 
and southern Iowa is placed at about 1825, but it is not 
improbable that an occasional herd of bison passed through 
these sections after that time. Indeed, we have the word 
of Dr. P. J. Farnsworth, who in 1898 was professor emer
itus in the medical department of the State University of 
Iowa, that in 1837 some United States troops journeying 
from Council Bluffs to Prairie du Chien were delayed for 
two days just west of the 11ississippi River, on account of 
a great herd of buffalo which was proceeding northward 
across their line of march. And '' a drove of nearly a hun
dred buff aloes'' is r eported to have been seen in Franklin 
County. In this connection, however, it is important to 
bear in mind the pronounced mig·ratory tendencies of the 
buffalo, ref erred to above. 7 

But the virtual disappearance of the buffalo from eastern 
and southern Iowa by the time of the coming of the white 

6 Shimek 's Geology of Harrison and Monona Counties in the Iowa Geological 
Survey, Vol. XX, pp. 407-410. 

1 Allen's The .American Bisons, pp. 142, 144; Hornaday's The Extermin
ation of the .American Bison in the Report of the United States National Mu
seum, 1887, map showing distribution of the buffalo opposite p. 548; Iowa 
Historical Record, Vol. XIV, pp. 383, 384; Stuart's Hi.story of Fra1!lclin 
County, Iowa, Vol. I, pp. 91, 92. 
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settlers is ,vell a ttestcd by the 1)ionee1·s themsel\Tes and by 
their chroniclers. As ea1 .. ly as 1835 Albe1 .. t J\£ille1-- Lea, writ
ing· of the eastern Io,va ter1·ito1·y, obse1•,Ted tl1at the '' c1o
mestic ox'' hacl take11 the place of the '' 11ntamed bison'', 
but l1e adcled, the1--e ,,Te1·e still '' some 1Juffalo ,,,itl1in 1·each. '' 
John B. J e,vhall, cliscussing easte1·n Io,va in 1841, declared: 
'' The buffalo is no more found i11 or near the surveyed 
parts of Io,va. Eve11 the Inclians on ou1· border ha,Te to go 
fifteen 01· t,ve11ty days ' hunt before the}r can find this ani• 

mal. '' 
'' The early settlers did not get l1ere in time to fi11cl the 

bl1ffalo' ', states a histo1·y of ... Iarshall Cou11t)T. ...l\.nrl two 
pionee1"s of Story ounty declarecl that the bison '' were of 
the past, when ,ve located here.' N 01· ,'(te1·e buffalo found 
by the :fi1 .. st settlers of Jasper County, thoug·h evidences of 
t l1ei1· former prese11ce ,ve1·e not lacking·. 8 

In the southe1·n an(l south,veste1·11 J)a1·ts of the State the 
1·eco1--ds a1--e simila1·. In a histor3r of 1Iadiso11 Cou11ty, for 
example, is the following sta teme11t : ''Not one "Tilcl buffalo 
was ever seen in J\fadison C1ountv since the da~y· of its first 

• • 

settlement.'' According· to the 1·ecords, the last buffalo 
\\1as seen in Montgomer}T County in 1856. Joe H. Smith, a 
local chronicler, believes that 011ly one buffalo ,vas ever· 
seen b}r ,vhite settle1~s in Ha1·1"ison Co11nty, and that in the 
year 1863.9 

But it is agreed that the bl1ffalo linge1·ed late1~ i11 the 
no1·th,\Testern section of Io'\\ra. J. A. Allen believes the bi-

8 Lea's Notes on TViscon.sin Territory reprinted in the Annals of Iowa 
(Third Series), Vol. XI, pp. 126, 127; Newhall's Sketches of I owa, p. 28; 
Battin and Moscrip 's Past and Present of Marsliall County I owa, Vol. I, p. 
109; Payne 's History of Story County Iowa, Vol. I, p. 172; Weaver's Past 
and Present of Jasper County, Iowa, Vol. I, p. 62. 

9 Mueller's History of Madison County Iowa and Its People, Vol. I, p. 176; 
History of Montgomery County, Iowa (Iowa Historical and Biographical 
Company, Publishers ), p. 407; Smith's History of Harrison County, Iowa, pp. 
123, 124. 
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son to have been '' quite numerous'' in this part of Iowa 
and adjacent Minnesota as late as the forties. In keeping 
with this opinion is the statement of another Allen -
Captain James Allen of the United States Army, in charge 
of the company of dragoons which passed through what is 
now Lyon County in 1844-who wrote: ''We might have 
killed hund1 .. eds [ of bison] by delaying for the purpose'' .10 

Even as late as the early :fifties, according to C. W. Irish 
of Iowa City, '' west of the river Des Moines herds of buf
falo roamed at will over the green grassy slopes of Iowa''. 
And Mr. N. Levering, writing of the early settlement of 
northwestern Iowa, includes the buffalo among those ani
mals which ''abounded'' in Woodbury Col1nty in 1848.11 

J. A. Allen gives 1869 as the date of the final disappear
ance of the buffalo from no1 .. thwestern Iowa. There is rec
ord, however, of two buffaloes having been seen in Dickinson 
County in 1870, but no record has been found that any buf
falo have been seen or killed anywhere in Iowa after this 
date. The only buffalo known to have been killed in Kos
suth County was shot by William H. Ingham in 1855. This 
was one of a small herd. In Palo Alto County two buffaloes 
were seen in 1858. The '' last buffalo'' in Pocahontas 
County was killed in 1863. Writing as late as 1869, how
ever, A. R. Fulton tells us that an occasional bl1ffalo was 
still to be seen in O'Brien, Ida, and Buena Vista counties. 
The substantial ag1·eement of the county histo1--ians of the 
various sections of Io"ra strengthens the value of the rec
ords they have left us.12 

10 Allen's The American Bisons, p. 144; Pelzer 's Marches of the Dragoons 
in the Mississippi J7 alley, p. 113. 

11 Irish 's Some Pioneer Preachers of Iowa in the Iowa Historical Record, 
Vol. XII, p. 558; Levering 's Recollections of the Early Settlement of N. W. 
Iowa in the Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. VII, p. 301. 

12 Allen's The American Bisons, p. 144; Smith's A History of Dickinson 
County, I owa, pp. 380, 381; Ingham 's Ten Years on the lowa Fron,tier, ehap-
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In view of the uncertainty respecting the buffalo in early 
Iowa, it is not surprising· that there exists no well-estab
lished theory in explanation of the disappearance of the 
buffalo f1 .. om Iowa. In attempting to formulate a theory, it 
will be logical :first to examine briefly into the causes of the 
passing of the buffalo from two other sections of the coun
try they are known to have inhabited - the territory be
tween the Alleghany Mountains and the 11ississippi River, 
on the one hand, and the Great Plains reg·ion, east of the 
Rocky Mountains, on the other. 

The usual explanation of the disappearance of the buf
falo east of the Mississippi is that the '' lord of the plains'' 
had been constantly pressed back farther and farther west
ward by the advance of civilization. Joseph Leidy, an 
American naturalist and physiologist, speaks of the buffalo 
as having '' gTadually retired westward in advance of the 
migrating columns of the white race of man''. With this 
view Spencer Fullerton Baird, the Assistant Secretary of 
the Smithsonian Institution in 1859, was in substantial 
agreement, as was John Sterling Kingsley, editor of The 
Standard Natural H istory.13 

J. A. Allen, however, is of the opinion that the buffalo 
east of the Mississippi were actually exterminated, for he 
arg11es that the buffalo '' appears to have existed in West 
Virginia and in Eastern Kentucky to quite as late, or even 
to a later period, than on the p1--airies adjoining the 1Iissis
sippi. '' And Wm. T. Hornaday believes that the consistent 
hunting of the bl1ffalo by the settlers east of the ~fississippi 
was instr11mental in bringing about the gradual extermi-

ter on ''Hunting Buffalo in Iowa''; McCarty's History of Palo Alto County, 
Iowa, p. 24; Flickinger's The Pioneer History of Pocahontas County, Iowa, 
p. 220; Fulton's The Free Lands in Iowa, pp. 24, 25, 33. 

1s Leidy's Memoir on the Extinct Species of .American Ox, p. 4, in Smith
sonian Contributions to Knowledge, Vol. V; Baird's Mammals of North A.mer• 
ica, p. 684; Kingsley's The Standard Natural History, Vol. V, p. 317. 
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nation of the animals in this region. In view of the early 
settlers' dependence upon wild game for food, the buffalo's 
extermination east of the Mississippi, as Hornaday points 
out, was ''inevitable'' .14 

There is, however, more substantial agreement as to the 
reason for the disappearance of the buffalo from the plains 
west of the 1fissouri and east of the Rocky Mountains. The 
buffalo roamed in vast herds throughout this area long 
after they had disappeared from other parts of the United 
States. Scientists do not question that in this region they 
were exterminated by the hand of man. The Indian and 
the white hunter were directly responsible. The great de
mand for the buffalo bides and the buffalo tong11es - the 
latte1~ the choicest part of the meat of the animal - was 
indirectly responsible.15 

But these explanations are unsatisfactory in the solution 
of the problem of the disappearance of the buffalo £1--om 
Iowa. The '' march of civilization'' - the coming of the 
,vhite man - obviously could not have materially affected 
the situation here, for the buffalo had virtually disappeared 
from Iowa before the coming of the white settlers. More
over, the demand for buffalo hides and tongues which re
sulted, as we have seen, in the systematic slaughter of the 
bu:ff alo on the plains to the West, did not become a sub-

14 Allen's The American Bisons, pp. 117, 118; Hornaday 's The Extermi
nation of the American Bison in the Report of the United States National Mu
seum, 1887, pp. 484 489. The bison, says Hornaday, served '' a good purpose 
at a critical period. His l1uge bulk of toothsome flesh fed many a hung1·y 
family, and his ample robe did good service in the settler's ea bin and sleigh 
in winter weather.'' 

15 Allen's The A merioan Bison.s, pp. 184-186; Hornaday 's The Exterr11i-
1iation of the .American Bison in the Report of the United States National Mu
seum, 1887, pp. 486-489. Allen estimates the number of bison killed by the 
the Indians for the hide and tongue trade alone to have been nearly two mil
lions annually during this period. Hornaday describes the extermination of 
the bison throughout the Great Plains region as '' perhaps the most gigantic 
task ever undertaken on this continent in the line of game-slaughter''· 
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stantial factor in the extet·mination of the animals until 
about 1820 - by which time, judging from the reports of 
settlers who came here not very long after this date, the 
buffalo must have largely disappeared from Iowa.16 

It is, then, evident that the white man was responsible 
neither directly nor indirectly for the disappearance of the 
bison from Iowa, as was largely the case with respect to 
other sections of the country inhabited by the bison. For 
a solution to our problem, then, we must consider other 
forces or factor s. 

There were, in the first place, certain elements of nature 
against which the buffalo was ever contending. Among 
these were the wolves. Allen regards these animals as hav
ing been the gTeatest natural enemy of the buffalo, yet he 
points out that the wolves attacked chiefly old and disabled 
animals. Because of this fact, some naturalists believe that 
the g·eneral effect of the depredations of the wolves was 
actually to strengthen, rather than to weal{en, the bu:ffalc} 
herds, since the younger and more vig·orous membe1 .. s of the 
herd were thereby relieved of the burden of the agecl and 
the weak.17 

Anothe1~ natural element with which the buffalo had to 
contend was the prairie fire. Alexander Henry has left us 
a graphic description of the plight of the bt1ffalo under 
such conditions. '' Plains burned in eve1 .. y direction ant1 
blind buffalo seen eve1,y moment wande1 .. ing abol1t. The 
poor beasts have all the hair singed off; even the skin in 
many places is shriveled up and terribly burned, and thei1' 
eyes are swollen and closed fast. . . . We arrived at the 
Indian camp, having made an extrao1--dinary day's 1"ide, and 

1s Hornaday 's The Extermination of the .American Bison in the Report of 
the D11,ited States National Museum, 1887, p. 487. 

1 7 Allen's The .American B i.sons, p. 67; Seton's The .American Bison or 
Buffalo in Scribner's Maga~ine, Vol. XL, p. 390; Grinnell 's The Last of the 
Buffalo in Scribner's Magazine, Vol. XII, p. 277. 
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seen an incredible number of dead and dying, blind, lame, 
singed, and roasted buffalo.'' 18 

Another difficulty faced by the buffalo in the Iowa terri
tory was the prolonged snow of the winters and the lack of 
grass during four or five months of the year. Unlike the 
grass of the ,vestern p lains area, the prairie grass when 
killed by the frost was lacking in nutritive value, while that 
of the west retained its food value no matter how dry it 
became. Consequently both the deep snow and the inferior 
food even whe1·e the gTass ,vas uncovered tended to dis
courage the collection of larg·e herds of bison in this 1·eg·ion. 
Usually such herds would have been compelled to go either 
north or west during· the winter to find sustenance. 

Probably the most destructive of the nat11ral forces in 
r elation to the buffalo was the t1 .. eacherous ice of the rive1--s. 
A.s has been already remarked, the buffalo was essentially 
mig·1~atory. His migrations were both periodic and erratic, 
often necessitating the frequent crossing of rivers. Eve11 
in winter the great weig·ht of a herd upon the ice would 
cause disasters. But in the spring, when the ice thoug·h 
seemingly as strong was in reality much weaker, the de
struction from this cause was often appalling, sometimes 
causing the loss of half the herd.19 

Other natural enemies of the buffalo were unusually se
vere winters, treacherous bog·s, and quicksand. Epidemic 
disease seems not to have been prevalent among the ani
mals. 20 

1s Coues's The Manu.script Journals of Alexander H enry and of Daviil 
Thompson, Vol. I, pp. 253, 254. See also Hunter's Memoirs of a Captivity 
Among the I ndian.s of North America, pp. 279, 280. 

19 Audubon and Bachman 's Quadr1u.peds of North America, Vol. II, p. 38; 
Seton's The American Bison or Buffalo in Scribne1·'s Magazine, Vol. XL p. 
393; Allen's The A111erican Bison.s, p. 62. 

2
0 Seton's The America1i Bison or Buffalo in Scribner's Magazine, Vol. XL, 

pp. 390, 392; Audubon and Bachman 's Quadrupeds of North America, Vol. 
II, p. 36. 
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Although not all naturalists are fully in accord with 
Ernest Thompson Seton's statement that ''the destruction 
by nature's own means was so great that the buffalo were 
barely holding their own in the long :fight'', still it is readily 
conceivable that if the buffalo which inl1abited Iowa were 
only stragglers or small herds, these natural forces alone 
would in time have brought about their extermination.21 

But aiding and abetting these natural forces was another 
factor. This was the Indian. If the buffalo did exist 
in Iowa in herds so large that natural forces alone did not 
result in their extermination, then by the process of elim
ination the Indian must have been instrumental in bringing 
about the bison's disappearance from Iowa. 

Traditionally the Indian was not a wanton destroye1 .. of 
the buffalo. The animal was almost life itself to the red
man. Every part of the animal was valuable to him. He 
used the hide as clothing and for many other purposes; the 
horns as spoons; the flesh as food; the sinews for thread 
and bow-strings; and the shoulder blades as hoes. Even 
the scrapings from the skins a1~e said to have been boiled 
with berries, making a jelly which some of the tribes con
sidered good food. 22 

Thus, it is argued, since the buffalo was such an essential 
factor in the life of the Indian, the latter knew better than 
to slaughter the animal beyond his needs.23 

But while the majority of the authorities hold this view, 
it is not unanimous. One of those who did not agree with 

21 Seton's The American Bison or Buffalo in Scribner's Magazine, Vol. XI,, 
p. 393. 

22 Audubon and Bachman's Quadrupeds of North America, Vol. II, pp. 50, 
51. 

2s Kingsley's The Standard Natural History, Vol. V, pp. 318, 319; Moor· 
head's The .American Indian in the United States, p. 308; Audubon and Bach· 
man's Quadrupeds of North America, Vol. II, pp. 50, 51; Seton's The .Amen.. 
can Bison or Buffalo in Scribner's Magazine, Vol. XL, p. 392. 
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the general opinion wrote: ''It is commonly supposed that 
it is the white man only who kills and wastes buffalo. I do 
not think that this is entirely the case, as an Indian is not 
always particular about using all the meat that is killed. 
Buffalo are frequently killed by Indian war-parties, who 
take what may be needed as food, but the rest of the car
cass falls to the lot of the wolves and ravens, that are sure 
to be ready to tal{e such leavings of the Indians. '' 24 

Some authorities emphasize the significance of the ac
quisition of guns and horses by the Indians. '' As soon as 
the Indian acquired firearms and horses'', we are told, '' he 
indulg·ed his passion for slat1ghter, and on his own account 
killed the animals off more rapidly than their numbers were 
replenished by natural inc1 .. ease' '. 25 

Moreover, the methods used by the Indians, in hunting 
the buffalo, even before the period of systematic extermi
nation, were fraught with dire possibilities. Early French 
explorers tell how the Indians set fire to all except a small 
part of a wide stretch of prai1 .. ie thereby forcing the bison 
to collect on the unburned section. Thus concentrated, 
their slaughter would not be difficult. Lewis and Clark ob
served that in the spring when the ice of the rivers was 
,veakening, the Indians would set fire to the dry grass on 
one bank. This would lead the buffalo to seek the vegeta
tion on the opposite sho1,e. While cJ·ossing the 1--iver, how
ever, the ice would invariably give way, the buffaloes then 
falling an easy p1 .. ey to their pursuers. 

24 Davis's The Buffalo Range in Harper's New Monthly Magazine, Vol. 
XXXVIII, p. 153. Even Hunter admits that the Indians were more likely 
to slay the calves and f allow cows than the others of the herd.- Hunter's 
Memoirs of a Captivity Among the Indians of North America, p. 279. See 
also Trexler's The Buffalo Range of the Northwest in The Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, Vol. VII, p. 360. 

2
5 Cowan 's The Trail of the Hide Hunter in The Outing Magazine, Vol. 

LIX, p. 156; Seton's The .American Bis011, or Buffalo in Scribner's Magazine, 
Vol. XL, p. 392. 
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Another method of killing buffalo in large numbers often 
used by the Indians involved a decoy. A young Indian, dis
guised as a buffalo by the ingenious use of the skin of the 
latter, ,vould take a position not far from a buffalo herd. 
Othe1~ Indians then aroused the herd which then often 
rushed in the direction of the decoy who led them to a preci
pice, himself taking refuge in some previously planned 
place. The herd - due to the great pressure from behind 
- was frequently unable to stop and was hurled to de
struction on the rocks below. The bison which were not 
killed outright could soon be despatched by the Indians.26 

These methods have been briefly described because they 
we1--e known to have been used by the Indians in general 
and must have played their part in the extermination of 
the buffalo in Iowa provided the herds were here in suf
ficiently large numbers to make the use of such methods 
practicable. 

But perhaps the Indians did not actually exterminate the 
bison in Iowa. In this case the explanation of the disap
pearance of the buffalo not infrequently given by the early 
settlers would appear to be r easonable. '' The Buffalo has 
taken his march for the Rocl{y J\fountains'', wrote the Rev
erend James L. Scott in 1843, '' and is not found roaming 
upon the cultivated prairies. We were informed that they 
kept their march for the wilderness in advance of the 
Indians.'' '' There was everything but buffalo'', wrote a 
wild-life enthusiast of W ashingion County in the pioneer 
days. ''Indians had chased them [the bison] seventy-five 
to one hundr--ed miles west of us''. And S. H. M. Byers, an 
Iowan of the early forties, wrote that the ''Indians had 
driven the buffaloes away''. 27 

2a Allen's The American Bisons, pp. 202, 204, 205. 

2 7 Scott's A Journal of a Missionary Tour, p. 154; Burrell's History of 
Washington County Iowa, p. 98; Byers's Out West in the Forties in the Iowa 
Historical Record, Vol. V, p. 369. 
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Nor is this popular explanation of the buffalo's disap
pearance entirely without scientific suppo1·t. Ernest 
Thompson Seton refers to James Mooney's well-established 
theory that the Sioux Indians, orig·inating on the Atlantic 
Coast, migrated westwa1 .. d over the Allegbanies and eventu-
ally across the 11ississippi. '' They were following the Buf
falo .... They have followed them long and far.'' The 
idea that the buffalo of Iowa ,vere frightened by the Indians 
into going farthe1 .. west is also suggested by Dr. Horna
day.2s 

Thus, aside from the main fact - now firmly established 
- that the buffalo did formerly exist in Iowa, but had vir
tually disappeared by the time of the coming of the white 
settlers, no other important facts relative to our problem 
are at present absolutely certain. The following conclu
sions, however, thoug·h not :final, may properly be deduced. 

First, it is unlikely that the buffalo ever existed in Iowa 
in herds comparable in size to those of the plains region. 
On the contrary, it is probable that the buffalo found in 
Io,va were migratory herds and stragg·lers. 

Second, the white man can not be held directly, or even 
indirectly, r esponsible for the disappearance of the bison 
from Iowa. Natural forces and the Indian are the factors 
to be held to account for the passing of the buffalo from 
the region no,v occupied by the Hawkeye State.29 

H. ARNOLD BENNETT 

NEW YoB.K CITY 

2s Seton's Th$ .American Bison or Buffalo in Scrioner's Magazine, Vol. XI,, 
p. 405. 

29 [Since this article was submitted to the State Historical Society of Iowa 
for publication, E. Douglas Branch has published a volume entitled The 
Hunting of the Buffalo (D. Appleton Company, 1929). Although this book 
does not specifically treat of the presence of the buffalo in what is now Io,va, 
it has considerable information on the existence of these animals east of the 
Mississippi River and much interesting material on the methods of hunting 
buffalo.- The Editor.] 
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